
The end of 2020 marks the end of SAFIN’s pilot phase – a three-year journey full of discoveries, experimentation,
moments of achievement and celebration, moments of doubt and a few course corrections. Having been part of the
journey from the outset, I am impressed by how far the network has come. As we embark onto a new phase with SAFIN
2.0, based on an exciting agenda agreed by partners at our Annual Plenary in October, we are a stronger, more focused
group than ever before. We have doubled in size – with three new additions to the network just this quarter: Aceli Africa,
BFA El Salvador, and the Council for Smallholder Agricultural Finance (CSAF). Our value proposition has become
increasingly clear, and our brand increasingly recognized in forums on agricultural investment, agri-SME finance and
blended finance, among others. We have learned a lot together and supported new initiatives launched by partners over
the years. None of this would have been possible without the energy, depth of knowledge, and commitment of a very
diverse group of individuals and institutions. As we close this chapter, my wish is for this spirit to continue to sustain us
through the many opportunities and challenges that 2021 will bring our way.

Bettina Prato, Senior Coordinator, SAFIN 

The fourth, and for the first time, fully virtual SAFIN Annual Plenary
Meeting took place from 19-23 October 2020. Convening SAFIN
network partners and leading practitioners from different parts of the
agri-finance ecosystem, this year’s event included fifteen sessions led by
over fifty speakers, eight virtual exhibition booths and a vibrant
networking hall.

The plenary took place in the context of the COVID-19 crisis, with agri-
SMEs facing new challenges in accessing a range of financial services,
finance providers considering how to continue serving agribusinesses
while themselves remaining financially afloat, governments debating
renewed lockdowns that may cause further disruptions in agricultural
supply chains, and technical assistance providers re-examining
approaches to support agri-SMEs to become more bankable and
profitable. 

The various sessions at the Plenary 2020 provided ample space for these
diverse stakeholders to discuss such issues through thematic panels and
deep dive sessions, and two consultations on new initiatives in 
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agricultural and development finance. With
2020 as the final year of the SAFIN pilot phase,
network partners also spent time reflecting on
the journey traveled and the road ahead in four
network design sessions. Below are some
highlights from the Plenary 2020. 

Thematic panels and deep dive sessions

Thematic discussions formed the bulk of the
plenary programme. The topics of discussions
included new technology-based innovations in
Asia and Latin America, regional priorities in
agricultural finance in Latin America,
innovations in technical assistance and
alternatives to collateral in agri-lending in
Africa, and the experiences of farmers’
organizations in Asia and Africa in facilitating
agri-finance flows. 



S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 9 I S S U E  7

2    SAFIN Newsletter 12 | December 2020

Network design sessions 

As the final year of the SAFIN pilot phase, 2020 has been a key time of
reflection for SAFIN partners on the achievements and challenges faced
since 2018, and of planning for the main activities of the network during
its next phase. Four network design sessions yielded prospective activity
lines, indicators of success for the five focus areas of SAFIN 2.0. In the
opening and closing sessions of the plenary, participants shared their
perspectives on the state of the network’s health and proposed areas for
further improvement. 

Network café and exhibition hall 

Similar to the pitch sessions at previous in-person plenary meetings, this
year network partners showcased their new research and initiatives 

through a virtual exhibition hall. Eight
institutions showcased their work in agri-
SME finance including AGRA, ISF Advisors,
APRACA, Al Fal Micro and Small Finance,
PARM, the Yield Uganda Fund,  and new
network members Aceli Africa and CSAF.
The plenary’s network café was open
throughout the event, allowing SAFIN
partners and guests to schedule one-on-
one meetings or meet at random to form
connections and explore opportunities to
collaborate towards our shared vision of
inclusive and effective agri-SME finance
ecosystems. 

Aligning value chain and food system investments 
In the final quarter of 2020, much of the work for the Alignment of
Investments workstream focused on publishing three final documents
related to the SAFIN Investment Prospectus Framework. A Scoping
Analysis covering five value chains across three countries in the Sahel sub-
region (Burkina Faso, Niger and Senegal) was the first of these documents
to be published. The document presents opportunities for collaborative
action to be explored by relevant SAFIN partners, such as in expanding
contract farming and establishing storage facilities for onion production in
Niger. It also promotes investment in processing activities for indigenous
cereals in Niger and mangoes in Senegal. In Burkina Faso, the highlighted
opportunities include improving access to inputs for farmers active in the
fruit and vegetable value chain, as well as considering innovative
approaches to connect producers and agri-traders more efficiently in the
maize value chain. 

The upcoming Investment Prospectus for India proposes an approach to
improve production in the minor millets value chain. Recommended
interventions begin with advocacy work to prioritize millets in the 

Advancing the international debate on agri-SME finance
Two major opportunities to contribute to international debates on
development finance and agriculture presented themselves to the network
during this quarter. First, the SAFIN Secretariat provided strategic advice
and support to IFAD and AFD to gather a group of Public Development
Banks (PDB) with agricultural or rural mandates in preparation for the
Finance in Common Summit of 11-12 November. The process enabled the
network to reach out into the PDB community and better understand the
roles that it can play in building a more inclusive and effective financial
ecosystem for agri-SMEs. In the coming months, the dialogue between
SAFIN, the PDB community, IFAD and AFD will continue, as a working
group of PDBs and sustainable food systems is established.

Secondly, in mid-October SAFIN was recognized through the appointment
of its Senior Coordinator to the UN Food System Summit Champions
Network. The Summit, scheduled to take place in September next year,
offers a major opportunity for the network to raise awareness around the
strategic role of agri-SMEs in a transformative agenda for food systems,
and to advance practical ideas and commitments around “game-changing
solutions” in agri-SME finance. 

In November, SAFIN held a number of
conversations with potential partners in
this effort. We co-hosted a session on
young agri-entrepreneurs and finance
with One Young World and took part in
panels on agri-SMEs and blended finance
at the Bold Actions for Food as a Force
for Good event, hosted by the World
Economic Forum. In the next months,
both network partners and the SAFIN
Secretariat are expected to play active
roles in hosting or participating in a
number of processes in preparation for
the Summit.

government agendas of Madhya Pradesh
and Rajasthan states. This can be
followed by support to the development
and investment readiness of farmer
producer organizations (FPOs) active in
this value chain. The final document is a
study of the agro-service provider (ASP)
landscape in Nigeria. In the report, ASPs
are classified according to service
delivery models and assessed in terms of
growth potential. The study then
recommends the models that appear to
have greatest potential and proposes a
funding mechanism to effectively provide
capital and technical assistance to them.



3    SAFIN Newsletter 12 | December 2020

SME Finance Forum launches a community of practice on agri-
finance
The SME Finance Forum, created by the
G20 Global Partnership for Financial
Inclusion and managed by the
International Finance Corporation,
recently established a Community of
Practice (CoP) with a focus on agri-
finance. Designed for agri-finance
experts and practitioners from the
Forum’s member institutions, the CoP
will promote shared learning, good
practices, tools, and innovation in agri-
finance.

The Forum is a global membership
network of SME-focused financial
institutions and fintech companies that
provides various platforms for its

membership to learn and share good practices in real-time, as well as to
explore partnership opportunities with other financial institutions, fintechs
and investors. While the Forum’s focus remains on SME finance more
broadly, dedicated spaces to discuss sectoral issues such as agri-finance,
supply chain finance and risk management have gained importance among
its members. 

The agri-finance CoP is a member-driven initiative that has been launched
in response to growing interest by Forum members in this theme.
Participants will convene periodically amongst themselves or with external
experts to exchange knowledge around selected topics. The CoP will
document these experiences through blog posts and technical notes for
the benefit of the agri-finance community.   

implementation and impact more broadly. Much of the original content of
the Dynamic Learning Playbook was developed in close collaboration with
program partners in the Mastercard Foundation Rural & Agricultural
Finance portfolio, who recognize the value of learning as a means to
achieve program objectives and drive a culture of continuous
improvement within their work.

Explore the Playbook and share your resources

This new microsite invites individuals and organizations to engage with
the resources from the Playbook in a format that is easy to absorb and
even easier to share with colleagues and partners. By elevating the
Playbook from a PDF to a dynamic and collaborative platform, the goal is
to activate a community of practice around intentional learning that will
empower organizations to achieve greater social impact on the ground.
Users can also submit their own resources to be added to the site,
creating an ever-growing knowledge hub for organizational learning.

News from across the network
The Rural & Agricultural Finance Learning Lab launches a new
platform for organizational learning 
In 2019, the Mastercard Foundation Rural &
Agricultural Finance Learning Lab and
Dalberg Design developed the Dynamic
Learning Playbook to help organizations
better understand their learning challenges
and how to solve them. Now, the PDF
Playbook has been brought to life in an
interactive microsite:
dynamicplaybook.raflearning.org.

What is intentional learning and why does it
matter? 

Learning is the process of acquiring
knowledge or skills. Intentional learning
means having goals to direct that process,
and systems to help turn learning into action
in a way that is consistent with
organizational objectives.

An adaptive and dynamic approach to
implementation is fundamental for any
organization operating in a complex
ecosystem. Better internal learning enables
organizations to consolidate and share
lessons with other actors in their ecosystem,
creating opportunities to improve 

Photo: RAF Learning Lab

https://dynamicplaybook.raflearning.org/
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Perspective: "Less than 2% of climate finance
reaches small-scale farmers," Dr.Barbara
Buchner, Climate Policy Initiative
Perspectives is a series that highlights emerging issues in

the area of agri-SME and smallholder finance from the

perspective of practitioners and thought leaders within and

outside the SAFIN network. In this interview, Dr. Barbara

Buchner, Global Managing Director of Climate Policy

Initiative, talks about the climate finance gap for small-

scale agriculture and how more climate finance can be

directed towards  small farmers and agri-SMEs.

Please tell us about Climate Policy Initiative (CPI) and your role there. 

CPI was founded in 2010 to help governments, businesses, and financial institutions drive economic growth while addressing
climate change. CPI is known as a leader in tracking sustainable investment trends, identifying innovative business models, and
supporting the solutions that can drive transition to a low-carbon, climate-resilient economy. As CPI’s Global Managing Director, I
oversee our more than 90 analysts and advisors located in six offices around the world in Brazil, India, Indonesia, Kenya, the United
Kingdom and the United States.

CPI and the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) recently released a joint report on the climate finance gap
for small-scale agriculture. What were the main findings of this research, and which ones were the most surprising?

Our analysis shows that climate finance for small-scale agriculture reached nearly USD 10 billion per year in 2017/2018. This
means that less than 2% of total climate finance goes to small-scale farmers, despite their vulnerability to extreme weather and
their crucial role in feeding billions of people. While the exact volume of funding needed for small-scale agriculture in climate
finance is hard to determine, the total financial needs of small-scale farmers and agri-enterprises are in the order of hundreds of
billions annually. Therefore, finance directed to small-scale agriculture has a major opportunity to mainstream climate, and
particularly to meet the immediate need for increased climate resilience of small-scale producers and their communities.

What are the preconditions for more climate finance to flow towards agriculture in your view? 

Climate finance can play an instrumental role in increasing prosperity and climate resilience for the world’s most vulnerable
populations. However, this finance must be scaled. Collaboration between the public and private sectors to mitigate the risk
associated with investments in the agricultural sector should be enhanced. For example, blended finance instruments, subsidies,
and fiscal transfers all represent an opportunity to step up support for small-scale agriculture and build back rural economies
sustainably amidst the current economic recession. International and domestic flows should stimulate the transition of agri-
businesses and financial service providers towards low-emission supply chains.  

What are the areas of innovation where you see greater promise in
climate finance in relation to agriculture today?

I have seen many innovative solutions to attract capital to the
agriculture sector through the Global Innovation Lab for Climate
Finance (the Lab), a public-private expert initiative managed by CPI that
unlocks private investment in low-carbon, resilient development at
scale. Innovations in financial technology, such as embedding
blockchain smart platforms into financial instruments have the
potential to provide low cost and transparent solutions for farmers and
agri-businesses. These can reduce the transaction costs for financial
institutions, which is one of the main barriers limiting investments in
the agricultural sector. An example of such an instrument is the
Blockchain Climate Risk Crop Insurance. I am also happy to see
conditional lending starting to gain ground. In addition to financial
conditions, loan contracts can commit farmers and agri-business to
implement climate-smart practices and technologies, therefore
incentivizing their adoption. 

Photo: Mona Sur/World Bank

Dr. Barbara Buchner is Global
Managing Director of Climate
Policy Initiative, and also the
Executive Director of its
widely renowned Climate
Finance program. Named one
of the 20 most influential
women in climate change and
one of the 100 most
influential people in climate
policy, Barbara advises
leaders on climate, energy,
and land use investments
around the world.

Dr.Barbara Buchner,
Global Managing

Director, CPI
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High risk of lending to the agricultural sector, which
according to CSAF data from East Africa, for example,
is twice as high as for other sectors. 
Substantial operational costs of agri-SME lending,
which lead to low or negative returns, making the
sector unprofitable and unsustainable. 
Technical assistance to help high potential SMEs
access and manage financing. 

4.3B to agricultural SMEs, providing market access for
3.4M smallholderfarmers across 65 countries in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America. Following this rapid growth,
annual lending has plateaued since then and the number
of new borrowers has declined, as lenders struggle to
identify SMEs that not only meet their impact criteria but
also fit lenders' risk-return appetite. In particular, CSAF
members find it difficult to serve early-stage enterprises
requiring smaller loan sizes (USD 50k-500k) or operating
in less formal value chains beyond coffee and cocoa.

To bridge the capital demand and supply gap, issues that
need to be addressed include:

Can you please tell us about CSAF and its history? 

The Council on Smallholder Agricultural Finance (CSAF) is a
global network of social impact lenders that promotes
industry best practices and shares learning around financing
to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the agriculture
sector. It was founded in 2012 by seven pioneering lenders
who, on the heels of the second microfinance crisis in India
in 2011, recognized the need for lenders to collaborate in
developing common standards for responsible lending to
agricultural SMEs. The alliance now includes 15 members
and affiliates who come together around a shared vision for
agricultural finance, centered on market growth to reach
more of the unmet demand, responsible lending practices,
and social and environmental impact. CSAF members
collectively lend USD 700M each year to hundreds of
agricultural SMEs globally. 

Please tell us about yourself and your role at CSAF.

I started my career in my native Latin America, promoting
development funding for renewable energy. I have spent
the last decade working in smallholder agriculture
development in Africa, implementing programs from
blended finance models to strengthening inclusive value
chains. My role as Global Coordinator at CSAF allows me
both to facilitate collaboration among members and to
promote the network’s achievements externally. CSAF is
member-led, so at the secretariat we help the members
come together regularly with defined agendas based on
their priorities, follow actions that stem from convenings,
and distribute relevant information about the sector more
generally.

As a community of investors, what do CSAF members see
as the top 3 issues to address in the immediate future to
bridge the agri-SME finance gap?

Between 2013 and 2016, CSAF members’ collective
financing in agriculture doubled, with loans totalling USD

We joined SAFIN because we believe

in the power of networks!

CSAF is the newest member of SAFIN, having joined the
network in November 2020. Why did CSAF join SAFIN? 

We joined because we believe in the power of networks!
CSAF provides an effective platform for lenders to talk to
one another, and to work together to strengthen sector
practices and standards. SAFIN complements this by
offering a space for CSAF members to interact and
collaborate with the broader ecosystem of stakeholders
involved in agricultural SME finance. SAFIN benefits by
getting direct insights from those living the day-to-day
experience of lending while CSAF benefits by accessing a
sounding board of perspectives from different angles,
thus together drawing a full picture of the agri-SME
finance space.

How does CSAF plan to contribute to SAFIN? 

We aim to contribute our learning as lending practitioners
focused on agricultural SMEs by participating actively in
SAFIN network events. CSAF also has many resources to
share knowledge and experiences that are valuable to
non-lenders. For example, every year, we publish the
State of the Sector report, which presents and analyses
data from CSAF’s 15 social lenders and identifies trends,
opportunities, and challenges for unlocking much-needed
agricultural financing at a global scale.

Partner in the spotlight: Nadia Martinez,
Global Coordinator of CSAF

Nadia Martinez, Global Coordinator,
Council on Smallholder Agricultural

Finance
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What we're reading

Where we're going

Inclusive Finance India
Summit

19-20 Jan 2021

Online Online

Private Finance for
Sustainable Development

Conference

02-04 Feb 2021 08-12 Feb 2021

Committee on World
Food Security

Location TBC

Read the latest publications in our resource library

Mobilizing additional financial
resources for nutrition

Clarmondial | SDC

State of Agricultural
Commodity Markets 2020

FAO

The State of Blended
Finance 2020

Convergence

Join us at these upcoming events to exchange knowledge with our partners

The Smallholder and Agri-SME Finance and
Investment Network (SAFIN) is a partnership of
institutions that are committed to aligning their
efforts to scale up access to financial services for
agri-SMEs and for small commercial farms. 

Hosted at IFAD
Via Paolo di Dono, 44 
00142 Rome, Italy
safincoordinationteam@ifad.org
www.safinetwork.org

Our work is possible thanks to the generous support of our donors.


